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IDEOLOGY, RACISM AND MORALITY:
INVESTIGATI NG T HE STRUCTURAL ORIGINS OF DRUG PROHIBITION
John P Hoffmann, State University of New York at Albany
ABSTRACT

This paper explores the origins of drug prohibition in the United States from a structural perspective. The primary
locus ,son how certain economic conditions in U.S. history influenced anltudes toward racial and ethnic minorities dur,
the 1800s and early 1900s. and indirectly attected the passage or prohibitory drug laws. The economic structure
continues to Influence the current illegal drug market. Moreover, some consequences of legal and illegal drug use identi fy the impact of the economic structure on drug prohibition.

INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this paper is to analyze and
interpret the historical development of drug
prohibition in the United States from a structural perspective (DeGeorge, DeGeorge 1972;
Greenberg 1981; Keats , Urry 1975; Lukacs
1985). This is particularly appropriate given
the ample amount of research on class confli ct and drugs (Block, Chambliss 1981;
Helmer, Vietorisz 1974; Helmer 1975; Morgan
1978), and on the current illegal drug market
( cBride 1983; Michaels 1987; Wardlaw
1983). In addition, a number of studies have
attempted to show how the U.S. economic
stru cture has influenced the development of
drug laws (Morgan 1978; Reinarman 1983).
The structural perspective referred to in this
paper primarily is based on an economic
model. As will be made clear, the economic
conditions of certain periods had a profound
impact on the pe rceptions of certain ethnic
and raci al groups, and on the perceptions of
certain psychoactive substances . The position
differs from other studies in this area in that
its main focus is on economic conditions as
antecedent and underlying influences of other
conditions. Several other studies mainly have
blamed racism, political maneuvering, or a
form of jingoism for the prohibition of certain
dru gs. The present study attempts to at least
parti ally explain these positions by exploring
heir origin . Thus , a clearer perspective can
be e laborated.
It is evident that certain drugs have constituted a major source of capital for a number
of U .S. companies. In addition the illegal drug
market is one of the most prosperous economic enterprises of this century. However,
there are contradictions within these two
competing markets. For one thing , many of
th e prohibited drugs actually have important
medicinal value (Grinspoon, Bakalar 1987).
On the other hand, alcohol and tobacco are
two of societies' leading causes of death
(G i rdano , Girdano 1976 127-130; Trebach

1981 3-5; U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services 1986). Thus the question is:
How did some drugs such as opiates, cocaine
and marijuana become illegal while others,
such as tobacco and alcohol, have remained
legal? Some researchers answer this question
by focusing on racism and colonialism in the
United States as underlying influences in the
prohibition of certain drugs (Helmer 1975).
This paper, however, will explore the antecedent causes of these conditions and thus
answer this question through a critique of the
structural economic influences on the origins
of the prohibitory drug laws . Hence , the first
part of this paper will examine the history of
the laws proscribing the use of opiates,
cocaine , and marijuana. The second section
will briefly present the similarities between the
illegal drug market and other commodity
markets within the United States. Finally, a
comparison of the effects of legal and illegal
drug use and their markets will be evaluated .
THE PROHIBITION OF OPIATES:
HOW THE WEST WAS WON
Opium has bee·n used by mankind for various reasons for centuries. Greek mythology
is filled with tales of heroes who used opium
in their quests for greatness. For example,
Theseus is said to have used opium to sedate
Cerberus , the three headed dog that protected the gates of Hades. Archeologists have
even found evidence of an opium smoking
cult which existed on the island of Crete 3500
years ago (Latimer, Goldberg 1981 18-20).
Over the centuries , opium has been utilized
primarily as a healing and pain-killing agent.
Moreover, opium has been a source of enormous capital gain over the years for many
groups. In fact , the British twice went to war
with the Chinese during the 19th century in
order to keep the opium market open for its
mercantile enterprises (Beeching 1975;
Chang 1964; Fay 1975).
Opiate use in the United States thrived in
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the 1800s. Numerous patent medicines contained opium or morphine. At least one
observer has coined 19th century America a
" dope fiend's paradise" (Brecher 1972 3).
However, the primary distinction between
opiate use then and now is that most 19th
century opiate addicts were middle class
women who took the drugs to relieve some
ailment (Courtwright 1982; Musto 1973). In
addition, most of these women were addicted
to morphine, which was viewed as being more
socially acceptable then being addicted to
opium. One researcher has expressed surprise at the percentage of addicts who were
women (Courtwright 1982). Surveys indicate
that during the 1870s and 1880s 56-71 percent of the opium and morphine addicts were
female (Courtwright 1982 36; Nolan 1881).
As mentioned above , morphine addiction
was higher on the social hierarchy than opium
addiction . One of the reasons for this difference was the association between opium
smoking and Chinese immigrants. This was
especially true in mid-19th ce ntury California.
In the mid-1800s gold was discovered in
California. Hoards of people thus moved to
California to seek great wealth . In order to
support the flourishing West coast market, the
United States began building the transcontinental railroad . In the mid 1800s, there was a
severe labor shortage in the United States.
Therefore, the U.S. was in dire need of laborers, particularly to work on the railroads. The
main source of labor came from Chinese
immigrants. In fact , immigration to the U.S.
was strongly encouraged during this period.
All told, over 70,000 Chinese workers immigrated to the United States between 1852 and
1870 to work on the railroads and in the
mining industry (Boswell 1986; Embree 1977
195; Takagi , Platt 1978).
The Chinese were extremely hard workers
and apparently their employers took advantage of this by subjecting them to horrendous
working conditions. In mining operations the
Chinese were routinely given the task of
blasting and clearing out the shafts (Latimer ,
Goldberg 1981 202). Once this dangerous
activity was complete , the white workers
moved in and took over the job, leaving the
Chinese to find other employment. The
Chinese literally built the western half of the
transcontinental railroad and were then
subjected to brutal treatment at the hands of
their white bosses (Szasz 1974 75-77). By the

late 1860s the transcontinental railroad was
complete . Thereafter the West coast labor
market began to contract (Boswell 1986).
Furthermore, in 1873 the country was hit with
an economic depression. It was during this
crisis that racism against the Ch inese
prospered .
Following the completion of the railroads,
Chinese merchants began to take advantage
of the considerable economic opportunities
by opening up grocery stores , restaurants ,
and laundries. These merchants were fai rly
successful against their white competitors.
This relative success, coupled with the
depressed economy, and the flood the eastern products brought by the newly opened
railroads , led white workers to organize
against any further Chinese immigration
(Hump hries, Greenberg 1981 223). One of the
leading spokesmen for the white cause was
labor leader Samuel Gompers. He condem ned the Chinese for being strike breakers.
Furthermore, Gompers was a leading advocate of the " yellow peril " (Latimer , Goldberg
1981 202).
The " yellow peril" was a racist form o
propaganda aimed at the Chinese during the
1870s. In order to justify its claims, this
propaganda ploy needed a focal point. The
focal point turned out to be opiu m. The
Chinese who immigrated to the U.S. brough
a common yet unusual habit with them: opium
smoking. Some observers bel ieve that opium
smoking aided the Chinese through the hardships of railroad construction. Moreover, it is
speculated that opium helped the Chinese
outperform other racial groups in business
enterprises by allowing them to work longer
and harder with less fatigue (Szasz 1974 7576). It appears that some of the white laborers
may have thought similarly because opium
smoking became an integral part of the
"yellow peril."
Prior to the depression of 1873, opium
smoking among the Chinese typically was
ignored . However, once an econom ic cnsis
begins the competitive instincts inherent in
the capitalist economic structure emerge and
affect the class consciousness . Thus :
(c]ertain cultural practices of groups regarded as
different, but not deviant ... come to be ·ewed as
reprehensible .... lt is this ideological process tha
leads to criminal prohibition of cultural traits
associated with the politically weaker functJons
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Such was the case with opium smoking
among the Chinese. White laborers and white
small business owners joined forces to
eliminate the competition of the Chinese
through the unsubstantiated denigration of
opium smoking . This phenomenon provides
an interesting example of men's ideas interacting with the material conditions of the time
to produce a " false" group con·sciousness
( arx , Engels [1846! 1967 414-415). That is ,
the capitalist ideology influenced the white
an's perception of a competitive threat from
the Chinese. This perception affected the
white laborers who were caught up in the
competitive phi losophy dictated by the capitalist ideology. Thus , the result was racial
ension wh ich was further exacerbated by the
economic depression of the era. Evidence of
this phenomenon is provided by the sensationalist media accounts of the " yellow peril."
In particular, the practice of opium smoking
as singled out for reprobation. Press stories
during the mid-1870s were replete with
references to the frightening opium dens
(Duster 1970 7-8; Morgan 1978). In addition ,
tales of the seduction of white women by
Chinese opium fiends were commonplace
(Courtwright 1982 77-78).
The legal response to these accounts was
quick. Although , as indicated above , a large
percentage of the opiate addicts in the United
States were white women , the laws focused
on the Chinese practice of smoking opium
and left the white women's vice alone. In
addition , there was little discussion of any
health threats engendered by opium use. It is
also important to note that there is little
evidence of any excessive criminal behavior
among the Chinese of the era (Morgan 1978).
onetheless, this changed as soon as various
lav s w ere passed banning the smoking of
opium . Ordinances were passed in San
Francisco in 1875; in Virginia City , Nevada in
876; and in California in 1881 (Embree 1977
96; Takag i, Platt 1978). Henceforth, the
Chinese opium smokers became a criminal
class . It thus appears that a racist consciousness with an economically motivated
base infl uenced a political movement which
resulted in specific laws aimed at the Chinese.
Therefore , in this instance, the Marxian notion
tha certain laws can be explained by their
socioeconomic underpinnings is fairly obvious
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(DeGeorge , DeGeorge 1972).
The anti-opium smoking movement soon
received national attention . Bills made their
way in front of Congress to proh ibit all opium
smoking . Despite the failure of these bills,
Congress took steps to prohibit Chinese
merchants from importing opium to the United
States. These steps simply pushed the opium
trade underground . Thus smuggling networks
were established (Courtwright 1982 80). The
result was the beginning of the ubiquitous
black market in an especially lucrative good:
opium .
Although moral and health concerns were
seen as the basis for the national level
campaign against opium , it actually had
economic underpinnings. Evidence of this is
the American response to opium use in the
Philippines . In 1898 the United States
inherited the Phi lippine Islands d ue to its
victory in the Spanish-American War. At the
time , the Philippines had a large Chinese
opium smoki ng popu lation. The Philippine
natives were forbidden from using opium
except for medicinal purposes. The opium
import business was a large money making
operation for Chinese and Spanish merchants
(Tieman 1981). The U.S., using a moral
argument, proposed a complete prohibition
of opium in order to break the Chinese
monopoly (Embree 1977 198). The result was
underground trafficking and daily arrests fo r
opium use (Taylor 1969 44) .
The United States did not end its morallycloaked economic campaign with the Philippines. Rather, the U.S. State Department
began to look farther west for new possible
markets. One possible market was ironically
China. The problem was that the British had
a virtual monopoly on the economic market
in China, particularly the opium market. Since
the British had a vested interest in the opium
trade and the U.S. was developing a moral
consciousness opposing it, it is not surprising
that a
.. .British report held that the use of opium was
not necessarily injurious to Orientals, [while] the
American account contended that its use consti tuted 'one of the gravest prob lems in the Far
East'. (Taylor 1969 45)

Actually, it seems that the United States wished to break Britain's economic hold over
China. Therefore , the American organized
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Shanghai Opium Conference (1906) and the
subsequent International Opium Conference
(1911) produced the end of the British controlled opium market in China and a victory for
American economic interests (Humphries,
Greenberg 1981 223).
Since Great Britain was forced to give up
its lucrative opium market, it demanded tighter controls over the German controlled heroin
and cocaine markets. The United States, in
its role as the moral leader of drug control
and with its increasing economic interests
abroad , agreed that these other opiates and
cocaine needed strict international controls.
As Embree observes,

1974 9-10). Most exam inations have ound
these accusations to be false (Helmer 1975
48) . In addition , a report from this era
discovered that only two out of 2100 hospitalized blacks surveyed had ever used cocaine
(Musto 1973 8).
What caused the cocaine scare? It appears
that two factors influenced the cocaine scare .
an outcropping of racist actions aimed a
black workers and a politically based struggle for power by a small bureaucratic agency. These factors were assisted by the moral
crusade against any sort of psychoactive drug
use .
The first stories linking blacks and cocaine
appeared in the media in the late 1800s
(Grinspoon, Bakalar 1985; Musto 1973, 1986).
There is little doubt that these reports were
motivated by racism considering the documentation presented above. However, a
related motivating factor in the early 1900s
may have been economically related . From
1907 to 1908 unemployment in the United
States increased (Estey 1956). This coincided
with an increase in the cocaine scare
Anecdotal accounts from this period tell o
cocaine-taking blacks with super human
strength and remarkable marksmanship abilities. The police of the South even switched
from .32 caliber to .38 caliber revolvers to
combat this black menace (Musto 1973 7). In
1913 the country's unemployment rate rose
once again (Estey 1956). This was also
accompanied by increased reports of cocaineinduced crime. It even influenced the New
York anti-cocaine law of 1913, which banneo
all medicinal and recreational use of cocaine
(Musto 1986). Actually, ii appears that blac
workers represented a competitive threa o
white workers during these economic crises.
Therefore , racist sentiments agai ns
e
politically weaker black workers increased
during these periods. The terrifying thoug
of blacks on cocaine helped to support the
racist feelings. Thus, cocaine played the roe
that opium had played in the denigration of
the Chinese.
Remarkably, Reiman and Headlee (1 98
46) point out that law and order move e ts
in the United States are usually conco am
with economic crises. Therefore, the rise ·
unemployment, combined with both the ra
sentiments and the moral crusades o
period, resulted in a cocaine scare and a
subsequent prohibition. In addition, the e

... morph ine, cocaine, and heroin were added to
its [(State Department)) concern with ...opium
for ... economlc and political reasons rather than
from any pressing concern with their use in the
United States. ( 19TT 201)
Nevertheless. the new moral ideology surrounding certain forms of drug use insisted on
evidence that these drugs harmed society to
a substantial degree. Otherwise , these drugs
probably would have entered the competitive
U.S. marketplace as commodities. Hence ,
implicit steps were taken to ensure that
opiates and cocai ne were thoroug hly
discredited .
THE PROHIBITION OF COCAINE:
THE RAPIST'S ELIXER
Cocai ne was another intriguing and widely
used drug of the era. Coca leaves, from which
cocaine is derived , have been used for
medicinal purposes for centuries (Grinspoon ,
Bakalar 1985; Mortimer 1974). Cocaine was
used in many patent medicines in the 19th
century (Brecher 1972 276). One source
claims that overseers on southern farms put
cocaine in the drinks of black laborers to
make them work harder (Towns 1912). Although it is uncertain whether this story is
true , what is certain is that the reports of the
use of cocaine by blacks nearly parallel the
earlier reports of Chinese opium smokers.
Around 1900, stories began to surface
about blacks violently attacking white people
while under the influence of cocaine (Musto
1986). Furthermore, Dr. Hamilton Wright, a
leading moral crusader of the period, espoused the idea that cocaine caused blacks to
viciously rape white women (Helmer, Vietorisz
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as a legitimate health concern over the
unknown ingredients in patent medicines.
One popular ingredient was cocaine (G rinspoon, Bakalar 1985). All of these factors
interacted to help create the prohibition .
Hence, it was not an explicit consp iracy to
repress black workers , but rather a racially
motivated socioeconomic action which in part
influenced the development of criminal laws
proscribing cocaine use.
One result of both the cocaine scare and
the opiate crisis was the Harrison Narcotics
Act of 1914. Although originally a national
ettort to tax both opiates and cocaine (which
was erroneously labeled a narcotic), the
Harrison Act created a prohibition against any
recreational use of these drugs. In addition ,
most medical use was severely restricted
(Tieman 1981; Trebach 1981 123). This tax
act was in part an offshoot of the U.S. 's international agreements . After all , if the United
States was going to lead the moral crusade
against drugs, it was important that it set up
stringent laws for the control of these
substances .
The second factor influenci ng the cocaine
scare and also a heroin scare was a bureaucratic struggle for power. The Harrison
Narcotics Act was originally enforced by
federal Treasury agents of the Bureau of
Internal Revenue, which would later become
the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). These
agents focused on small time drug peddlers
since they typically were not registered under
the Act. It appears that the pharmaceutical
companies supported these actions because
· decreased their competition (Courtwright
1982106). The Treasury agents also pursued
doctors who prescribed narcotics to addicts .
As a result of various Supreme Court decisions, doctors were prohibited from prescribing narcotics for anything relating to addiction
(Trebac h 1981 133). These actions corresponded with another economic crisis
between 1919 and 1921 {Estey 1956 20;
Helmer 1975 53). By 1924, Congress had
outlawed all domestic use of heroin. The
consequence of this step was an increase in
a black market for heroin (Courtwright 1982
107). Cocaine was also strictly controlled by
1922, and by 1931 most states had completely prohibited its possession (Ashley 1975 91·
92). Therefore , evidence exists that drug
prohi biti on was partly the outcome of an
interaction between economically induced

moral crusades, economic conditions , and
racist sentiments.
Additionally, in 1913 the United States
passed the Sixteenth Amendment to the
Constitution which established the national
income tax . The Bureau of Internal Revenue
was given authority over the collection of this
tax . However, it was a relatively low agency
in the federal bureaucratic hierarchy . Hence,
the Bureau was attempting to compete with
other bureaucratic agencies to establish a
name for itself and to increase its funding.
Enforcement of the moral crusade against
drugs provided a vehicle for realizing this
objective. The prohibition of drugs was not
yet complete, though; one more drug deserved the moral and racist attention of the times.

131

THE PROHIBITION OF MARIJUANA:
DEMONIZING THE KILLER WEED
The earliest cited references to marijuana
appear in a Chinese treatise on pharmacology
dated around 2737 B.C. Other references to
the medicinal value of cannabis appear in
ancient India, Persia, and Greece (Brecher
1972 43). In America, cannabis has a long
history. It is reported that George Washington
grew it on his estate at Mount Vernon {Brecher 1972 43). However, most of the early
American cultivation was for the plant's fiber
(Grinspoon 1971). Recreational use of marijuana became popular in the early 1900s,
particularly among Mexican immigrants. As
with the Chinese , the immigration of Mexicans was encouraged by the United States
government. Mexicans presented a source of
relatively cheap labor for the growing
American Southwest in the early part of the
century. As with other racial minorities, these
Mexicans did not escape the racism of the
era. Since one of their recreational habits was
smoking marijuana, it was singled out just as
opium smoking by the Chinese had been
singled out a few years earlier.
Racially motivated reports of the dangers
of marijuana smoking first surfaced in the
early 1900s. By 1920, there was growing
concern over marijuana-crazed Mexicans
attacking white people. One impetus for this
concern seems to be the end of World War I.
During the first World War, the South and
Southwest suffered from a serious labor
shortage. Thus , there was an increase in
Mexican immigration to these areas. Once the
war ended there was a labor surplus in the
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U.S. and the unemployment rate increased . were only designed to keep Mexicans su borHence, domestic fears of Mexicans and dinate (He lmer 1975). Although racially
marijuana smoking started to spread (Musto motivated accounts of marij uana-crazed
1973 219-220). However, through the early Mexicans led to the denigration of this rela•
years of alcohol prohibition there was rela- lively mild intoxicant, the fact that the antively little attention focused on marijuana. juana Tax Act was passed twenty years afte
Then in 1929 the stock market crashed and the first laws prohibiting marijuana use indithe country was plunged into its longest cates that more was involved in the developeconomic depression . During the Depression, ment of these laws than mere racis
Mexican immigrants represented an unwel- (Himmelstein 1978, 1983). Rather the
come surplus of labor. Racial conflicts economic swings inherent in the capitalls
developed between Mexican farm laborers system affected the social consciousness o!
and farmers , and between working class the times and thus influenced laws and
Mexicans and whites in California (Helmer, attitudes (Rei man , Headlee 1981 ). This
Vietorisz 1974 145; for a contrary view phenomenon appears in the case of marijuana
Himmelstein 1983). Consequently, the feder- prohibition.
al government began to take notice of the
marijuana " prob lem."
A STRUCTURAL EVALUATION OF
Following the end of alcohol prohibition in THESE DEVELOPMENTS
1933, jurisdiction over the control of illicit
According to Marxist theory, man 's ideas
drugs was given to the newly created Federal are an outcome of the economic cond itions
Bureau of Narcotics (FBN) and its passionate of the era (Marx, Engels [1846) 1967). The
commissioner, Harry Anslinger (Bracher 1972 above examples illustrate that the develop413) . Early on , Anslinger stressed that ment of certain drug laws involved ideas
marijuana was a state problem , but he soon about minority groups which were in flu enced
recognized it as an important tool in his own by the economic crises of unemployment and
bureaucratic campaign . It seems that An- depression. In addition , international eco·
slinger wanted to compete with the FBI for nomic interests propelled the United States to
national recognition and government funds, establish itself as the moral leader in the
especially since the Depression had limited contro l of certain drugs. Moreover, the prohifederal monetary support. He therefore began bition of marijuana was in part the result o t e
to fashion a campaign designed to frighten competitive instincts of the FB . Althoug
the public into believing that marijuana drove this bureaucratic agency was not involved in
people to commit brutal crimes (Brecher 1972 the accumulation of profit, it was trying o
413). The outcome of this campaign was the establish itself in the federal hierarchy. e
Marijuana Tax Act of 1937 (Grinspoon 1971 ; same was true of the Burearu of Intern
Lindesmith 1965 228). This Act was originally Revenue in its quest to control narco ica regulatory measure, but , just as the Harri- prescribing physicians and small lime drug
son Narcotics Act had done to opiates and peddlers. Thus, the competitive ideolog
cocaine , it effectively prohibited the use of innate to the capitalist structure inspired these
ma rijuana. There was , nonetheless, no scien- agencies lo find ways to advance in the federtific evidence that marijuana caused any al bureaucracy. Since the FBN 's function was
physical or psychological harm . In fact, no to control illicit drugs, it needed a popula
medical testimony supporting the measure campaign to thrust it into the national limehad been given at the congressional hearings light. Marijuana provided the perfect means
which evaluated the Act (Brecher 1972 416; toward this end. As expected, the FB ·s
Grinspoon 1971). The Marijuana Tax Act budget and manpower increased as a resul
resulted in a large arrest rate for marijuana of marijuana prohibition.
use and a thriving black market (Li ndesmith
Hence, the development of drug pro ibi
1965 236-242; Musto 1973 223).
may be observed within the capitalist id
Although marijuana prohibition involved ogy. Th e raci st attitudes of whites dunng
many of the same economically motivated certain periods were profoundly influenced
ideologies which influenced the development economic crises. The moral crusades agai of the other drug prohibitions, it is important drug use were not merely racially motiva
not to digress into the belief that these laws but had an economic underpinning as e
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That is, the desire of the United States to
establish itself as a world economic leader
influenced these moral crusades . The moral
ideas against drug use have evolved into an
ideology in present day America (and in most
of the world). However, it is interesting that
thi s moral consciousness has been outweighed by a powerful capitalist ideology complete
with intense competition and, in some cases,
rut hlessness. What this implies, of course , is
the ri se of the illicit drug market. Such a
lucrative market could not and has not been
ignored by people in many parts of society .

were made legal and taxed , it would eliminate
the need for a national income tax (Dobyns
1940 22). Additionally , many alcohol users
came from the middle and upper classes;
thus , the repeal of the Prohibition was much
more acceptable . There are , nonetheless,
some interesting parallels between the liquor
prohibition and the current drug prohibition .
One of the most remarkable similarities
between the illegal market in liquor during the
Prohibition and today's ill icit drug market is
their ties to the capitalist system . During both
periods organizations developed which treated these criminal enterprises just like legitimate capitalist enterprises. During the
Prohibition people became wealthy as a result
of their involvement in the illegal liquor trade.
Contemporary illegal drug entrepreneurs have
also become rich ott the fruits of this lucrative
market (MacDonald 1988). Even so , some
research indicates that the illegal drug market is more sim ilar to a legitimate capitalist
business than expected .
The moral ideology which developed
against certai n drugs did not outweigh the
competitive consciousness inherent in America's capitalist ideology. The lessons of alcohol prohibition and the contemporary drug
prohibition teach that underground sources
of substances quickly spring up following their
proscription. Not surprisingly, therefore, today
the U.S. has a large and thriving black market
in illicit drugs.
If the current illicit drug markets are examined, it is apparent that the capitalist economic
ideology has had a profound impact on their
development. It has already been shown that
" ... the distinction between criminal and
noncriminal... is itself a product of the competitive struggle" (Reiman , Headlee 1981 43).
In other words , the rise of the cri minal laws
proscribing certain drugs is partly the result
of competition . However, in addition to this
point, the increase in illici t drug markets also
is the result of a competitive struggle. Certain
individuals seek out the most profitable
capitalist enterprises possible. The illegal
drug markets are certainly profitable (Eddy
1988; MacDonald 1988; Timmer 1982). Marijuana has become one of this nation 's largest
cash crops . The international cocaine market
has influenced the establishment of drug
cartels (Eddy 1988). Therefore, it is not
astonishing that the U.S. illegal drug market
has grown and flourished .

THE CONTEMPORARY DRUG MARKET
IN THE UNITED STATES
As mentioned above, the prohibition of
drugs usually leads to the growth of an illegal
drug market. A good example of this is the
prohibition of alcohol from 1920 to 1933.
Althoug h the purchase of liquor for personal
use was not against the law, the trafficking of
liquor was prohibited . The result was a large
black market in alcohol. The illegal liquor
trade became well established and many
individuals capitalized on the profits to be
made from such an industry. Although early
in the Prohibition alcohol use declined, this
was shortlived . Consumption of alcohol increased substantially between 1922 and 1930.
Concomitantly , the price of liquor rose
dramatically (Warburton 1932 106-108).
Additionally, the number of deaths caused by
alcohol increased to 40 Americans per million
in 1927 (this figure does not include alcoholrelated accidents) (Szasz 1974 200) .
However , one question which remains is :
Wh at caused alcohol to be proscribed and
subsequently legalized? Basically, alcohol
m ay be distinguished from other drugs based
on its wide historical use among the middle
and upper classes . Nevertheless, as Prohib ition indicates, even alcohol did not escape
the American moral crusades (Gusfield 1963).
However , th e " ...American Temperance
Movement. .. regarded the lalcohol l user with
paternalism ... " (Himmelstein 1978 48) rather
than racism . Moreover, alcohol use was seen
as a moral weakness; similar to morphine use
among middle class white women in the early
part of the century. The repeal of Prohibition
was not so much an issue of the health risks
of a black market as it was an economic
measure . Evidence suggests that some
wealthy American families fe lt that if liquor
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A number of researchers note similarities
between the illegitimate drug market and
legitimate markets (McBride 1983). Michaels
(1987 302) says that drug markets are fairly
competitive, particularly the cocaine and
marijuana markets. Furthermore, in the U.S .
these are not monopolized by any specific
ethnic or racial group.
Drug trafficking has moreover been likened to an entrepreneurial business structure
rather than a bureaucracy (Adler, Adler 1983).
This is not remarkable given the profit motive
around which these markets have developed.
Additionally, drug markets have evolved some
rather interesting social aspects as a result of
their economic foundation. The diverse nature
of the illegal drug market has produced a fluid
network which quickly regenerates (Wardlaw
1983 176). Thus , social relationsh ips are often
quite fleeting . The illegal drug market, therefore, develops its own agents to influence the
accumulation of capital. Much as legitimate
businesses create and maintain ties to the
community and the political structure in order
to be protected from hostile takeovers or to
increase their credibility, the illicit drug markets evolve techniques for protecting their
accumulation of capital. Since the politicolegal system is designed to break up the illegal market, and since there is a constant
threat from competition , these businesses
resort to bribery, violence, and money laundering to protect their commodities (O'Malley
1987 80-81). Thus, just as the struct ure of
captialism influences the legal structure to
design measures to safeguard the entire
system (Chambliss, Seidman 1982; Greenberg 1981 ; Lynch , Groves 1986 24), it also
influences the creation of safeguards for
illegitimate operations. The economic structure seems , therefore, to affect the structure
of both the legitimate and illegitimate markets
within its parameters.
The purpose of this comparison between
the legal and illegal markets is not to argue
for the legitimization of illegal drug markets.
Rather, it is an attempt to show how the
capitalist ideology and structure affect the
development of both legal and illegal markets.
The contradictions underlyi ng the establishment of these markets are apparent. The
progression of laws designed to eliminate the
illegal drug markets are based on the same
economic structure that has resulted in the
actual expansion of those markets. In addition,

the moral ideology that evolved from the
capitalist structure of the 19th and early 20
centuries condemns the markets that are an
outgrowth of the same capitalist structure.
Furthermore, the legitimacy of a legal drug
market (alcohol and tobacco) over an illeg
drug market (cocaine, opiates and marijuana)
is based on an economic system whic
justifies both . Some, however, may argue
that there are other more important re asons
that the legal drug market is legitimized over
the illegal drug market. There are significan
questions of morality involving human healt
which need to be analyzed before this discussion can be complete . Therefore the next
section shall present a rough comparison o
the effects of the legitimate drug market and
the effects of the illegitimate drug market.

3-'.

LEGAL VERSUS ILLEGAL DRUGS:
THE GREAT NORTH CAROLINA
ASPIRIN EPIDEMIC
Data presented above illustrate the damage
that was done by alcohol duri ng its prohibition . Likewise , many appropriately argue that
illegal drugs represent a destructive force in
contemporary society. Moreover some sa
that should illicit drugs be made legal, it is
inconceivable how many deaths and ruined
lives would result (lnciardi 1986). It is not t e
purpose of this paper to debate the issue o
what could happen if the sanctions agains
certain drugs were eliminated. Rather, this
discussion has tried to trace the origin o
certain drug laws and briefly analyze the
current drug market. The next logical step is
to examine how much damage is done to
society by these different drugs. Thus, t e
indirect effects of the drug laws may be
observed and evaluated.
An analysis of today's drug situation reveals
that compared to alcohol, tobacco, and doctor administered drugs, the health effects o
illicit drugs are relatively temperate . Reiman
(1984) points out that there are many social
harms which , although not prohibited, cause
a great amount of damage to people and
society. For example, in 1986 there were
approximately 10,380 alcohol-related automobile driver fatalities in the United States
(U.S. Department of Transportation 1988). 1
addition, about 75 percent of all alc-0 ohcs
show impaired liver function (ii is estima ed
that there are over 10 million alc-0holics in
United States), and 8 percent eventual
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develop cirrhosis of the liver (Girdano, Girdano
1976 47). Thus, approximately 800,000 cases
o cirrhosis of the liver may be expected in the
fut ure . This will probably lead to quite a
number of deaths. Furthermore, there is little
doubt outside of the tobacco industry that the
continued use of tobacco is almost certain to
cause lung cancer and heart disease. Approximately 40,000 people die each year due to
lung cancer, and most of these cases can be
linked to tobacco smoking (Girdano, Girdano
1976 47; U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services 1986). This figure does not
even consider the amount of death due to
eart disease and emphysema that result from
tobacco use. The problem with comparing
these statistics to data on illicit drug use is the
difficulty in establishing the proximate cause
of death . It takes years to develop tobacco
and alcohol-related diseases; while it is
extremely ditticult to predict the long term
health ettects of most illicit substances. Moreover, data on illicit drug-related automobile
fatalities are virtually nonexistent. A more
enlighten ing comparison, therefore, may be
a presentation of the incidence of overdose
deaths relating to these drugs.
Data on drug overdose deaths are difficult
to interpret accurately because many deaths
are caused by a combination of substances.
However, one particularly disturbing statistic
is the number of deaths attributed to doctor's
prescriptions and injections . Conservative
estimates place the number of deaths caused
by unnecessary doses of doctor-prescribed
antibiotics at 2000-10,000 per year (Reiman
1984 62) . This does not even consider the
number of deaths due to prescription drugs
such as Valium and Librium , which are
prescribed to hundreds of thousands each
year (Chambliss , Seidman 1982 194).
There are other broad categories of statistics which compare the incidence of overdose
deaths from various sources . The National
Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) estimates that
overdose deaths linked to legal drugs amount
to 8000-10,000 per year , while overdose
deaths linked to illegal drugs account for 30005000 per year (N IDA 1988). Recent statistics
estimate that the number of fatal heroin and
mo rphine overdose deaths in 1987 amounted
to 1572. Moreover, cocaine overdoses resulted in 1672 deaths (NIDA 1988); however,
many of these were probably caused by a
combination of cocaine and alcohol.

Comparatively, Valium accounted for 279
deaths; Darvon (a synthetic opiate) accounted
for 237 overdose deaths; Tylenol accounted
for 180 overdose deaths; and aspirin accounted for 121 overdose deaths. What must be
remembered , though, is that illicit substances
are usually adulterated with unknown substances which may cause toxic reactions .
Meanwhile, legal drugs are strictly controlled
during the manufacturing or refining process .
These figures can be quite misleading, however, because they do not distinguish between
deliberate overdoses and accidental overdoses. A fair assumption is that most suicide
attempts involving the admin istration of drugs
are carried out with legal or prescription
drugs. Thus , overdose figures on legal drugs
may be overrepresented .
In addition , there is little evidence that the
opiates , cocaine or marijuana . if used moderately and in unadulterated fo rm, lead to any
tissue or cellular level damage (we should not
however, ignore the possible psychological
problems wh ich the use of these drugs may
produce) (Brecher 1972; Grinspoon , Bakalar
1987). Contrariwise , alcohol and tobacco,
even with moderate use, lead to tissue
degeneration and possibly cancer and heart
disease.
Perhaps a more specific example comparing the deaths associated with these drugs
will help further illustrate the point. The state
wh ich collects probably the most accurate
data on overdose deaths is North Carolina.
Although this state may not be representative
of the entire nation, it has an average population (6.2 million) compared to other states and
a good record-keeping system regarding
deaths.
From 1970 to 1985 there were approxi mately 5000 overdose deaths in North Carolina. Of these , 171 were from heroin , 15 were
from codeine , and 5 were from morphine (for
a total of 191 opiate-related deaths; opium is
not listed); 56 were from cocai ne; and zero
were from marijuana (marijuana is actually
extremely non-toxic (Goode 1972; Julien
1988)). In contrast alcohol accounted for 1600
overdose deaths; antidepressants accounted
for 385 overdose deaths; aspirin accounted
for 108 overdose deaths; and even caffeine
accounted for 11 overdose deaths (McBay
1986). Therefore, aspirin accounted for more
overdose deaths than cocaine over a 15 year
period. Also, much of the cocaine was
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probably filled with impurities . Moreover caffeine . a widely used stimulant in coffee, tea
and soft drinks, was linked to more overdose
deaths than marijuana, the once dreaded
"ki ller weed. " Although these findings may
be astonishing to some , it should be remembered that the illicit drugs were not prohibited
primarily because of their hazardous potential , but rather for socioeconomic reasons. It
must be pointed out , though , that many more
people use legal drugs such as alcohol and
aspirin, and prescription drugs such as Valium
than illegal substances. Therefore the aggregate number of overdose deaths is bound lo
be greater for the legal and prescription
drugs. Nevertheless , the purpose in making
thi s specific comparison is to demonstrate
that there are real hazards associated with
legal drugs. Furthermore the dangers associated with illegal drugs should be evaluated in
light of these hazards . The trend over the
years has been to narrowly focus on the
dangers of illegal drugs while attempting to
excuse the health problems associated with
legal drugs.
It is evident that the drug laws have not met
their goal, if that goal is the health and safety
of the nation . The currently legal recreational
drugs and prescription drugs are probably at
least as hazardous to people as the currently
prohibited drugs. It may be argued that the
elimination of certain drug laws would result
in increased deaths and diseases associated
with these prohibited substances . However,
this argument has little historical support . ln
the 1800s opiates and cocaine were widely
used and no epidemic of death or disease
was reported (unless , of course, one subscribes to the popular notion that addiction is
a disease). Although society is quite ditterent
today , this historical evidence still must be
considered by those arguing in favor of drug
prohibition . The predominant effect of the
drug laws has thus been to create a large
criminal class while denying many people
useful medicinal substances. For a review of
the various medical uses of illegal drugs, see
Grinspoon and Bakalar (1987) , Trebach (1981)
and Grinspoon (1971).

CONCLUSION
This paper does not attempt to otter solutions to this nation's drug problems. Rather,
it is an effort to look at the development of the
drug laws from a structural perspective . The
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laws prohibiting certain drugs may be viewed
as a method for keeping the overal l structure
of society intact and for legitimating the
capitalist economic system (Reinarman 1983).
Some have suggested that the only way to
eliminate drug trafficking is to restructure the
economic system so that it decreases the
attractiveness of the drug market (McBride
1983). That is, a career in drug trafficking is
so appealing to the lower classes because 1t
provides the opportunity to rise up within
society. The fact that the career is illegal
makes little difference. The capitalist ideology
with its emphasis on competition for and
accumulation of resources contradicts and
overrides the moral ideology which opposes
the illicit drug market.
The historical development of the U.S. drug
laws is rife with examples of how the economic infrastructure has affected the moral and
racist attitudes of certain periods. The first
group to suffer at the hands of this economi·
cally motivated racism was the Chinese. Their
practice of smoking opium was chosen to be
the rallying point around which wh ites could
condemn the Chinese immigrant population.
The condemnation of this practice was transformed into a moral imperative for the Un ited
States. However, the desire of the U.S . to
become a world economic power also affected the development of the moral crusade
against drugs. Along the way, this moral
crusade, concomitant with racist thoughts
against blacks and Mexicans , swept marijuana and cocaine into its purview. Blacks and
Mexicans were two other groups which represented unwelcome competition for labor.
particularly during periods of economic
turmoil. Since marijuana and cocaine we e
seen as the recreational drugs of these
groups, they were systematically prohibited
for what appeared primarily to be moral ano
safety reasons . Nevertheless, their proscription was not far removed from the socioeconomic basis of the capitalist structure. In
addition, two federal agencies, the FB and
the Bureau of Internal Revenue, used ~ e
moral crisis of drugs to secure their places rn
the federal hierarchy.
Illegal drugs are seen as dangerous to the
health and moral fiber of American socie . I
actuality, it is debatable whether illegal drugs
are more dangerous than the currently ega
drugs. However, the economic struc ure as
necessitated that a moral structure e.x_ist.
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moral structure has left the drugs laws in its
wake. Hence, many are physically damaged
legal drugs whi le many others are punished for their involvement with illegal drugs.
who participate in the illicit drug market
are competing within the economic structure
h1ch the capitalist ideology dictates. However, they compete through the alternative
means which have arisen under the economic
system. The point is not to excuse the violent
nature of the illegal drug market. Rather , the
point is that the economic structure has had
an obvious and deep influence on the developnt of drug prohibition and continues to have
an effect on the current drug situation .
The solutions to the difficulties surrounding
drug prohibition are unclear. The recent popular debate on drug legalization indicates that
a number of observers are quite critical of the
current prohibition (Nadelmann 1988, 1989;
Schonsheck 1989). Although it is apparent
that the rise of drug prohibition involved strucural economic factors in addition to perceived
health threats, structural solutions are not
forthcoming. A restructuring of the economic
system to redistribute wealth and attempt to
eliminate the underclass might decrease the
lure of the drug market and thus decrease its
damaging effects (McBride 1983). It also could
minimize the negative effects of the drug laws
(overcrowded prisons, overtaxed police functions, police corruption (Nadelmann 1989)).
Even though such a discussion is perhaps
futile speculation , it is still important to note
that since structural factors profoundly influe ced the rise of drug prohibition, the ultimate
solutions may require a structural basis.
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